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Abstract 
Students may know the facts but are they able to clearly articulate it at the appropriate time given? This research-based paper 
looks at students’ perceptions of participating in a panel discussion in a tertiary setting. The students were given a month to 
prepare for their discussion by researching and practising with their peers in the same group before they presented in front of 
their peers. The research was conducted for a month and students were given ample time to complete the assigned project. Prior 
to the presentation, the students were given a lecture on conducting a panel discussion. Furthermore, the students were given time 
to practise with their peers in two separate sessions to enable them to get more accustomed to the format of forum discussion. 
The students were then asked to present, after a month of preparation in front of their peers that were also their audience and 
evaluators. The discussion was conducted with the audience also posing questions that were answered by the panel members 
during and after the presentation. This is a replacement to the typical assignments that get students to react to online postings 
where they have a lot of reaction time before giving a response. The findings of this study indicated that students were vocal and 
responsive and were more confident with their overall performance at the end of the presentation. 
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1.  Introduction 
 
Panel discussion is relevant in language learning because of the need to prepare students for verbal confidence 
and participatory democracy. Studies from Weikel & Mangram (1994) and Larson (2000) have examined the unique 
nature of discussion in general. Those studies indicate that there are many types of discussion that can vary in 
purpose, format and content. For this paper, the authors are looking into students’ perceptions of participating in 
panel discussion in the English language lesson. Panel discussion is a replacement to the typical student-centred 
assignments that get students to react to online postings where they have a lot of reaction time before giving a 
response. Moreover, students’ responses are rather difficult to obtain especially when students are not able to 
express their opinions clearly because they are shy. According to Riasati and Nordin (2011) individuals that feel 
they lack the proficiency to communicate well would be more reluctant to start communicating or be involved in 
communication. A quick response is crucial in many real life examples, therefore, panel discussion is a great way to 
train students to stay attentive to the topic at hand because they need to “support their ideas with evidence, where 
their opinions are subject to challenge by their peers as well as the teacher, and where the teacher’s ideas are equally 
open to criticism” (Engle & Ochoa, 1988). This encourages participation and keeps students on their toes as the 
audience (their peers) can ask questions for clarification. As mentioned by Cazden (1988), “social aspects” of the 
classroom together with cognitive ability are practiced during discussions. A deeper understanding and sensitivity of 
the topic by the panels (discussants) is important as their peers from the audience will share different views from 
those of the discussants and this is when “social aspects” of panel discussion come into play. Panel discussion trains 
students to be aware about their social surroundings and settings of others who are listening. Thus, the objectives of 
this study are to identify students’ perception of Panel Discussions and to examine students' perception on peer 
review and feedback by peers for a Panel Discussion. 
 
2. Literature Review 
 
2.1. Why panel discussions? 
 
Panel discussion has been known to serve several educational purposes because it is a distinctive form of student 
talk that will contribute to the dynamic of the classroom. In general, panel discussion requires students to talk with 
high cognitive and affective level about the subject matter. Students talk to each other and use turn-taking in 
conversational democracy. Panel discussion is similar to classroom discussion, but it is carried out in a microcosmic 
setting. Dillon (1994) has simplified the general understanding discussion as “what they talk about is an issue, a 
topic that is in question for them. Their talk consists of advancing and examining different proposals over the issue.” 
Discussion is known to be a good teaching technique for students to develop higher order thinking skills that 
basically let them be able to analyze, manipulate and interpret information rather than regurgitating details and facts. 
With that, students are not the passive receivers of information. Faust & Paulson (1998) state that Panel Discussions 
are beneficial as it includes the whole class rather than just certain individuals in a classroom setting. 
 
2.2. Student-Centred Learning 
 
Student-centred learning is one of the ways of approaching learning. An interesting alternative method of getting 
students involved is by using panel discussion for speaking lessons in English language classroom. This helps the 
teacher to reach the goal of improving the students’ speaking ability. Student-centred learning requires planning, 
teaching, and assessment that focus on the abilities and needs of the students on how they learn, how they engage 
with their learning and peers and what they experience. In general, student-centred learning is a classroom 
environment of shared knowledge and shared authority between the students and the teacher, with the teacher giving 
freedom to the students to experiment with their own learning.  
 
Student-centred models are conjured from the theoretical perspectives of John Dewey and many other twentieth 
century progressive educators as well as on the theoretical perspective proposed by modern developmental and 
cognitive psychologists. In these views, it is believed that the idea of knowledge is not objective and fixed, but is 
somewhat personal, cultural and social. The students, through experience are able to construct meaning (Arends, 
2004). Arends (2004) also noted that a teacher needs many approaches in the classroom in order to meet learning 
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objectives with a diverse population of students. The use of a single method or approach is no longer sufficient. 
There are enough choices for a teacher to select from the approaches that best help the teacher to achieve the 
objectives or the models that can be used to promote the students motivation, achievement and involvement. 
 
2.3. Peer Review 
 
Peer review is usually welcomed in the classroom as the students get the input from their fellow classmates 
rather than an instructor. According to Liu and Carless (2006) this kind of input helps the learner to be more 
involved in their learning. Thus, students tend to develop more objective views towards not only other students’ 
work but also towards their own. Peer review also tends to be given more instantly rather than the typical academic 
setting, where the instructor’s views are given long after the activity. The students then benefit more as the activity 
is still fresh in their mind as compared to feedbacks being given much later.  
 














Fig. 1. Methodology of the Panel Discussion activity being carried out in class. 
3.1. Preparation for the Panel Discussion 
 
The research was conducted with 36 undergraduate students comprising of 15 males and 21 females from a 
variety of programs taking the Academic English course. The study was conducted for six weeks in a tertiary 
setting. The students were given a lecture on Panel Discussion in week six of a fourteen week course. The lecture 
session covered various components of a Panel Discussion including the roles of the panelist and the moderator. 
There was also a mock session conducted in class right after the lecture session to allow students to get a better 
perspective of a Panel Discussion session. Another mock session of the Panel Discussion  was done in class a week 
later (Week 7) to allow students to try the activity and pose questions to the lecturer in case they were unclear with 
any of the steps or procedure in conducting a Panel Discussion. By this time, many groups had already started doing 
 
Lecture on conducting Panel 
Discussion (Week 6). 
Students choose 
members and topic 
(Week 6). 
Students given the 
Assessment Sheet for Panel 
Discussion (Week 8). 
 
Panel Discussion (Week 10). 
Feedback given to 
students (Week 11). 
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their research on their respective topics; therefore they had more focused questions to clarify.  In terms of 
preparation for their own session of a Panel Discussion, students were allowed to select their group members of four 
or five in Week 6 and they were informed that their presentation was due in Week 10. The newly formed groups 
then drew lots to decide the order that they would be presenting during the Panel Discussion sessions later.   
 
For the topic of discussion, they were given a choice to select from a list given by the lecturer or allowed to 
select a topic of their own, which was subject to approval by the lecturer. The participants were given a month to 
prepare based on the topic that they have chosen with their group members and they also had to nominate a 
moderator along with their panel members. Students were encouraged to think of the issues and topics outside of 
their perception as students, and more as members of a dynamic society. Thus, they were informed that the topic can 
be discussed with the panelist assuming themselves as students or as other members of the society like parents, 
businessmen or even policy makers - whichever they deemed fit for their topic to help the students think from other 
perspectives.  The topics they were given ranged from education, society, religion, and international issues. The 
topics of discussion were both suggested by students and selected from various forums online.  The table below 
shows the suggested topics available to all respective groups. 
 
Table 1. Suggested topics for Panel Discussion sessions 
No Suggested Topics 
1.  Why do some courses at university not have final exams? How is this fair? 
2.  The whole "study what you love" thing is stupid and unrealistic 
3.  Why do People Have a Problem with Gay People? 
4.  Is feminism still relevant; what is modern-day feminism like? 
5.  Is Male dominance still present in society 
6.  It the legal system fair? 
7.  Can America still be considered the sole "superpower"? 
8.  Will world peace (religiously) ever be possible? 
9.  Arranged marriage vs. Love marriage 
10.  Is organ donation perceived negatively or positively in society? 
11.  Is the salary or wages for fresh graduate able to let them survive? 
12.  Genetically Modified Food and its effect 
13.  Security cameras and privacy in public places 
 
3.2. Assessment Method of Panel Discussion Session 
 
The assessment sheet was adapted from Staff (1996), which was used for assessing in class debates. The 
researchers made some adaptations to the criteria and the modified assessment sheet was used during the two mock 
sessions done in class to ensure that all the criteria for research were met. In terms of implementation of the 
assessment mode, the lecturer explained the criteria that would be assessed for the Panel Discussion in Week 8. 
During this two weeks prior to their actual Panel Discussion session, the assessment sheet was also uploaded onto 
the Learning Management System (LMS) to enable students to use it for their own reference during their 
preparation. The lecturer was also available for consultation if students had questions during the face to face 
sessions in class and after class hours via e-mail.  
 
3.3. Panel Discussion Session 
 
During the actual session of the Panel Discussion, the moderator and panelist were seated in front of the class 
and each session was 20 minutes. The sessions were graded by the lecturer and the peers of the panelist. The score 
for each group was then given based on the average score from the scores of the peers and the lecturer using the 
Assessment Sheet.  The marks allocated for this assignment was 20%, which was about one fifth of the actual grade 
for their overall course. Among the criteria they were assessed on were Organization (4 points), Content (10 points) 
and Argumentation/ Evidence (6 points). 
 
Based on the observation of the researchers, the moderators started the Panel Discussion by introducing the topic 
and the panelist before proceeding to state the current problems or issues to be discussed for the day. The 
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researchers observed that some groups allowed questions to be asked during the Panel Discussion, while others 
chose to attend to queries at the end of the session. The moderators played a crucial role here to coordinate the 
questions that were being posed by the audience or lecturer so that it is directed to a specific panel member. Panelist 
incorporated short notes, cues and even relied on each other if they were unable to respond promptly during the 
session. This strategy was especially useful if their viewpoints were challenged by a member of the audience or 
another panel member. The panelist then had to either come up with an immediate satisfactory response backed with 
evidence or intelligently pass the question to another more able panel member. Some panelist also responded that it 
was beyond their area of discussion or expertise to successfully evade questions of this nature. Most groups 
developed their own useful cues or codes to manoeuvre safely from these challenging situations by supporting each 
other. Therefore, most sessions had fruitful and dynamic discussions. Finally, the moderators summarised the main 
points of discussion at the end of the discussion to conclude the topic of discussion.  
 
 




Based on the findings, 25 participants have done a Panel Discussion session before and only 11 have not done a 
Panel Discussion session prior to this class. About 61% of the participants felt that doing a Panel Discussion in class 
was interesting. Nine students were neutral about the activity and overall only five students found it uninteresting. 
Also, in terms of finding the relevant information for support or evidence for the Panel Discussion, only 25% found 
it difficult to get the data required as many of the students were able to find the information they needed via surfing 
the internet, books and journals.  
 
Another item that was asked to participants is if they felt that their peers had done the relevant preparation before 
the forum and 92% said yes. Since the efforts of the panelist were judged by their peers also, so the researchers felt 
it was fair to see if they could gauge the performance of the peers that presented since they went through the same 
process to prepare for their respective sessions. Among the reasons given by the students are the panelists were 
structured in giving responses, there was a lot of new information and they were active during the sessions.  
 
Another item in the questionnaire was if the participants felt that their peers were giving evidence to support 
their claims and defend their points effectively throughout the discussion. For this item, 35 participants (97%) 
agreed that the panelists were indeed able to do an effective performance during the session. 75% of the participants 
also noted that the panel members were aware of the weak points or opposite sides of their arguments and 33 out of 
36 participants agreed that there was clear team effort throughout the Panel Discussion sessions.   
 
Students were asked if they liked to be given feedback for their sessions and 31 (86%) of them said ‘Yes’. 
Another item in the questionnaire asked them whose feedback they liked best and 72% said they preferred the 
lecturer’s feedback and another 6% liked their classmates’ feedback. They were also asked if they thought that the 
feedback by their peers was useful in helping them improve their presentation skills, and findings indicated that 81% 
agreed that it is important to have peers’ feedback. They were asked to elaborate the reasons they thought that the 
feedback by peers were useful or useless. Some of the reasons they gave were ‘They could see my weakness as I 
probably would not notice by myself’, ‘Can learn different presentation skill from my classmates’ and ‘Classmates 




The participants were overall in favour of the Panel Discussion, as many of them were willing to go the extra 
mile to prepare well for their sessions. The findings of this research are similar to the research carried out by Oros 
(2007) using Structured Classroom Debates (SCD) which also reported that the students prepared well and the peers 
gave quality feedback during the debate sessions. Oros also noted that the sessions enabled students to evaluate their 
peers work actively, thus encouraging students’ involvement and contribution to the activity.   
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The participants also were noted to be more knowledgeable in their area of research for the Panel Discussion as 
observed by the researcher and the peers. This is in accordance to the findings of a study on Online Forum 
Discussions done by Trudeau (2005) where the students were actively working with their study material to 
contribute to the forum, and thus they were more familiar in terms of the subject matter. Therefore, it can be said 
that doing Panel Discussions or Forums actually enable students to not only be more responsible in their learning, 
but also helps them to remember the information they researched on while preparing for the activity. 
 
Giving feedback is also an important factor and most students still prefer feedback from their lecturers. 
However, students also acknowledge that comments given by their peers are also in a way quicker and more 
detailed. Moreover, students can benefit by being made to think on their feet.  In an academic setting, giving 
immediate responses that are intelligent can be a very useful tool to enhance their experience as a student versus 
having a lot of time to mull over a topic and maybe coming up with rather unoriginal responses. They also get to 
develop skills like being more objective and are clearer with the demands of the assignment or activity at hand 
because they pay more attention to the rubrics they would be assessed on later.  
 
5.  Conclusion 
 
Any type of discussion has to involve students and each type is not just merely for exchanging ideas. For panel 
discussion, it is an amalgamation of language proficiency, motivation and content understanding. The result of the 
research shows that panel discussion is effective in improving English language speaking proficiency and it also 
increases motivation through peer feedback. 
 
In conclusion, based on the research that was carried out one of the limitation is lack of time to do another Panel 
Discussion activity based on the students’ feedback for this activity. Another limitation would be the length of time 
given for the Panel Discussions were deemed to be too short as some students felt that each session could have been 
30 minutes as many felt rushed to deliver their points to the audience. Recommendation for future research would be 
to get students to give feedback for Panel Discussions in real time after each session by using technology gadgets 
like tablets, laptops and projectors in class to allow students to have a clear picture of their performance. Another 
suggestion is to get students to blog their views after the session so that the panelist can get detailed information on 
their own strengths and weaknesses.   
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Appendix 1 





(Adapted from Staff , 1996) 
Marks allocation S1 S2 S3 S4 
Organization (4) 
Introduction 
• Gains attention 
• Introduces topic / perspectives 
• Shows relevance of topic to audience 
Body 
• Understandable logical organization 
• Clear transitions between perspectives / speaker where 
appropriate 
Conclusion 
• Reviews main perspectives (no new perspectives) 
• Memorable closing 
    
Content of Ideas: (10) 
Clarity 
Necessary words are defined 
Information/ideas are clearly expressed 
Avoids loaded language 
Depth 
• Analysis provides a deeper Understanding of issue 
• Issue is presented with sufficient complexity 
    
Argumentation/Evidence (6) 
• There is clearly an issue at stake (i.e., not just informative) 
• Avoids logical fallacies, shows deliberate strong arguments 
• Evidence is used appropriately. ..statistics ...case studies, 
• personal experience ...expert testimony, etc. 
• causality is reasoned appropriately 
• important information is not omitted 
    
Comments 
    
